Putting together a volume on the implications of evil for the study of American history is a tremendously significant undertaking, especially in post-9/11 America. Contributing to the worthiness of this project are the superb introductory essays by the editors. Mintz writes the introductory essays to the volume and to parts 1 and 2, and Stauffer writes the opening essays to parts 3 and 4. While the fashion in American history writing has been for historians to pretend to moral neutrality, Mintz and Stauffer argue that Americans cannot move forward (nor by implication can they honestly contemplate the significance of 9/11) until there has been a moral reckoning with the American past. Mintz writes that "history without a moral dimension is antiquarianism" (p. 1). Their undertaking is modeled on German writers since WW II who have tried to come to terms with the implications of Nazism on the past, an undertaking called "Vergangenheitsbewaltigung." Mintz defines the word as the "wrestling with the demons of German history through reflection, remembering, and moral reckoning" (p. 1).
The editors chose the essays according to five criteria: the wrestling with a fundamental moral problem, the centrality of ideas or an ideology "to connect economic and political interests and the realm of ideas" (p. 2), the recognition of culture as involving contests for power, the placing of the U.S. experience into larger processes of modernization, and the relation of slavery to an understanding of modernity. Most of the essays contain themes prominent in history writing on slavery, abolition, reform, and freedom since the 1990s. By historicizing evil, these essays work to undercut the conservative American exceptionalism interpretation of U.S. history. 
